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Abstract 
 
This article critically reviews the literature that examines the anxiety phenomenon in the field of 
second/foreign language learning. A major theme that runs through this review is how anxiety 
comes into play in second/foreign language learning, and whether it is a central construct or only 
an add-on element that is negligible. Anxiety is defined and described in how it is measured and 
relates to other affective concepts. Drawing on cognitive, curriculum, and cultural perspectives, 
the paper examines the possible causes and effects of language anxiety and the relationship 
between anxiety and second/foreign language learning. Possible educational implications of the 
anxiety research are indicated.  
 
 
Introduction 
 
Second/foreign language learning can sometimes be a traumatic experience for many learners. 
The number of students who report that they are anxious language learners is astonishing. 
According to Worde (1998), one third to one half of students examined reported experiencing 
debilitating levels of language anxiety. Although the concept of anxiety is encountered 
frequently throughout language learning literature, these studies have focused on a bewildering 
array of aspects of anxiety, and have generated widely varying definitions. Studies of anxiety 
have also focused on different language outcomes, such as rate of second language acquisition, 
performance in language classrooms, and performance in high-stakes language testing. The 
theoretical spectrum of these studies ranged from strictly behavioural to psychodynamic.  
 
The current paper reviews the literature that examined the anxiety phenomenon in the field of 
second/foreign language learning. A major theme of this review is the interplay of 
second/foreign language learning and anxiety, regardless of being a central construct or an add-
on negligible element. After a discussion on different definitions of anxiety, instruments used to 
measure anxiety will be described and its interrelationship with other affective factors, and 
causes and effects of language anxiety. In order to situate and examine the relationship between 
anxiety and second/foreign language learning in a broader domain, three different yet related 
perspectives are drawn on when synthesizing the relevant literature: namely, a cognitive CJNSE/RCJCÉ 
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perspective, a curriculum perspective, and a cultural perspective. Understanding this pervasive 
psychological emotion is a premise for providing necessary help and support to anxious 
second/foreign language learners. 
 
 
Anxiety Definitions and Instruments  
 
Anxiety is one of the most well documented psychological phenomena. The definition of anxiety 
ranges from an amalgam of overt behavioural characteristics that can be studied scientifically to 
introspective feelings that are epistemologically inaccessible (Casado & Dereshiwsky, 2001). 
Broadly speaking, anxiety is the subjective feeling of tension, apprehension, nervousness, and 
worry associated with an arousal of the automatic nervous system (Spielberger, 1983). 
Traditionally, the nature of anxiety has been differentiated into trait anxiety, situational anxiety, 
and state anxiety. Though no clear delineation between these three categories can be claimed, the 
differences can roughly be identified on a continuum from stability to transience, with trait 
anxiety related to a generally stable predisposition to be nervous in a wide range of situations on 
one end, and a moment-to-moment experience of transient emotional state on the other. 
Situational anxiety falls in the middle of the continuum, representing the probability of becoming 
anxious in a particular type of situation. 
 
To recognize language anxiety in a broader context of research on anxiety, MacIntyre (1998) 
observed that language anxiety is a form of situation-specific anxiety, and research on language 
anxiety should employ measures of anxiety experienced in particular second/foreign language 
contexts. He conceived of language anxiety as “the worry and negative emotional reaction 
aroused when learning or using a second language” (p. 27). Similarly, Horwitz, Horwitz and 
Cope (1991) conceptualized foreign language anxiety as a “distinct complex of self-perceptions, 
beliefs, feelings, and behaviors related to classroom language learning arising from the 
uniqueness of the language learning process” (p. 31).  
 
The recent history of studies on anxiety in the language learning area is remarkably influenced 
by two seminal papers. First, Scovel (1978) identified that early perspectives of anxiety 
generated very inconsistent results concerning the relationship between anxiety and second 
language achievement. Scovel attributed the conflicting and mixed results to different anxiety 
measures and different conceptualizations of anxiety. He claimed that ambiguous experimental 
results can be resolved if the distinction between facilitating and debilitating anxiety is drawn. 
Facilitating anxiety occurs when the difficulty level of the task triggers the proper amount of 
anxiety. However, although a certain level of anxiety may be beneficial, too much anxiety can 
lead to a debilitating effect, which may lead to avoidance of work or inefficient work 
performance.  
 
Horwitz, Horwitz and Cope’s (1986) paper is also influential. The authors clearly articulated the 
concept of foreign language anxiety. Placing language anxiety in the framework of related 
concepts of anxiety, the authors recognized that language anxiety is a situation-specific anxiety 
construct, largely independent of the other types of anxiety. One major contribution of their 
paper is it offers a Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale. This self-report instrument, 
eliciting responses of anxiety specific to foreign language classroom settings, triggered an CJNSE/RCJCÉ 
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Ehrman (1996) maintained that one protects one’s emotional equilibrium and self-esteem in a 
variety of ways, one of which is through what he called “defense mechanism”. Anxious 
manifestations, such as reluctance to participate, avoidance of work, and negative attitude, are all 
possible defense mechanisms that anxious learners employ to balance their emotional 
equilibrium. On the contrary, Brown et al. (2001) found that high proficiency language learners 
were well-balanced, emotionally stable, less instrumentally motivated, and less anxious. 
 
 
Causes and Effects of Language Anxiety 
 
Language anxiety is attributable to different causes. The primary sources of language anxiety, 
explicated by Horwitz et al. (1986), are communication apprehension, fear of negative evaluation, 
and test anxiety. Price (1991) concluded from his case studies that the difficulty level of foreign 
language classes, personal perception of language aptitude, certain personality variables (e.g., 
perfectionism and fear of public speaking), and stressful classroom experiences are all possible 
causes of anxiety. In addition, Young (1991) identified six potential sources of language anxiety 
from three aspects: the learner, the teacher, and the instructional practice. He claimed that 
language anxiety is caused by (a) personal and interpersonal anxiety, (b) learner beliefs about 
language learning, (c) instructor beliefs about language teaching, (d) instructor-learner 
interactions, (e) classroom procedures, and (f) language testing. Young (1994) further elucidated 
that these sources of language anxiety are interrelated. 
 
Apart from the above similar viewpoints on the sources of language anxiety caused by the 
learner, the teacher, and the classroom, or the interaction among the three, a debate on whether 
language anxiety is central in influencing low language achievement is triggered by the 
Linguistic Coding Deficit Hypothesis advanced by Sparks and Ganschow (1993). According to 
this hypothesis, language anxiety is a reflection of a side effect caused by linguistic deficiency in 
processing language input. Emphasizing the focus on language coding abilities, Sparks and 
Ganschow discounted anxiety and other affective variables as playing a critical role in language 
development, and leave only cognitive capacity as the major engine that drives second/foreign 
language acquisition and development. Sparks and Ganschow’s view closely connects second 
language coding abilities with first language coding abilities, which in a way isolates language 
development from its social cultural roots. By exclusively emphasizing cognitive capabilities, 
their hypothesis fails to take into account the striking differences between first language 
development and second language development, especially the characteristics that are 
representative of the uniqueness of second/foreign language learning environment.  
 
Researchers like MacIntyre (1995), on the contrary, argued that language anxiety constitutes part 
of social anxiety, which stems primarily from the social and communicative aspects of language 
learning. Drawing largely upon the social dimension of anxiety, MacIntyre has long maintained 
that anxiety plays an essential role in language learning as a social cognitive activity. A recursive 
relation exists between anxiety, cognition, and behaviour. Moreover, anxiety can interfere in all 
language acquisition stages: input, process, and output. In other words, understanding the causes 
and consequences of language anxiety from a contextual point of view is vital in facilitating the 
language acquisition process and development. 
 CJNSE/RCJCÉ 
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United States did not necessarily lead to higher anxiety levels among American students who 
were learning Spanish.  
 
Within the trend of internationalization, language tests, especially English as second or foreign 
language tests, are often used as screening mechanisms for selecting potential candidates. 
Examples include institutions which use English as foreign language test scores (e.g., Test of 
English as a Foreign Language scores) as one of the criteria to admit international graduates. 
This kind of practice creates anxious feelings for language learners. An example is Chinese 
tertiary-level English learners, who have experienced great stress in acquiring English language 
competence; this stress dramatically influences anxiety levels in their English classrooms and 
English tests (Cheng, 2008). Moreover, learning English is an obligation and English 
competence accreditation is critical in order to matriculate or get a good job. With this pressure, 
learners are more likely to experience anxiety in the classroom (Liu, 2006). Admittedly, the 
underlying rationale for studying English in China is essentially economic as it is not freely 
chosen to be learned. Chinese students are obliged to learn for the purpose of gaining a better 
position in the global economy where English is the ‘lingua franca,’ or a common language 
spoken internationally (Gan, Humphreys & Hamp-Lyons, 2004; Yong & Campbell, 1995).  
 
In addition, social belonging or cultural integration is another issue that needs to be addressed in 
second/foreign language education. On one hand, the challenge is how individuals feel situated 
in the target cultural group. Integrative motivation, an important concept in the socio-educational 
model of motivation in second language learning (Gardner, 1985), stresses not only emotional 
identification with another cultural group, but a favourable attitude toward the language 
community and openness to other groups in general (Gardner, 2001). On the other hand, anxiety 
over losing one’s own identity can be a source of culture shock as well. Cross-cultural awareness 
can be raised only if culture shock is dealt with effectively; otherwise, negative symptoms such 
as anxiety, emotional regression, and physical illness can occur (Oxford, 1999). 
 
 
Summary 
 
Language anxiety is a pervasive phenomenon, especially among the second/foreign language 
learning population. Instead of assuming its generic property as one type of anxiety, it is vital to 
approach this conceptually complex psychological emotion from diverse angles. Not surprisingly, 
language anxiety is not merely an add-on element that is negligible in second/foreign language 
learning. It is indeed a central emotional construct that is essential in influencing second/foreign 
language learning. Through the realist position lens in cognitive psychology one views 
individual difference factors, such as affect and motivation, as integral parts in developing 
cognitive abilities (Smith, 2000). In better understanding the concept of language anxiety, it is 
necessary to take the social cognitive approach to emphasize the importance of integrating the 
social and cognitive dimensions (Lewis & Carpendale, 2004). 
 
Bernhardt and Kamil (1995) consolidated the Linguistic Threshold Hypothesis, which implied 
that a level of second language linguistic ability must be obtained in order to achieve efficiency 
in the development of a second language. Analogically, language anxiety threshold is a level of 
language anxiety below which second/foreign language learners feel challenged, yet not CJNSE/RCJCÉ 
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overwhelmingly anxious. An understanding of language anxiety threshold will help learners and 
teachers to be aware of comfort level of students, so as to avoid harmful feelings of anxiety and 
carry out interventions (e.g., coping strategies, tailored programs) whenever necessary to 
maximize learning. However, it is recognized that one’s uppermost limit of language anxiety 
threshold is anything but fixed; it varies from culture to culture, from individual to individual, or 
even from moment to moment. Therefore, it is important to situate the language learning of 
individuals while understanding or assessing their language anxiety threshold. It is also 
important to approach the phenomenon from a contextualistic and historical perspective, as there 
is evidence to support that previous language learning experiences, other emotional development 
(e.g., motivation), and pressures from other people are all potential influences of language 
anxiety on a language learners. 
 
Studies that examined anxiety and language learning may serve as a guide for language teachers 
in terms of helping them to increase their understanding of language learning from the 
perspective of the learner (Chao, 2003). Studies of this nature can also provide insights into how 
educators can develop appropriate interventions to decrease language anxiety among 
second/foreign language learners. In addition, by understanding the causes and effects of 
language anxiety and their relationship to language achievement, strategies and interventions to 
boost the self-confidence of learners and lower their language anxiety can prove beneficial to all 
stakeholders. 
 
 
 